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! ) U IN REGENERATION AGENCY 



A CONSULTATION PAPER 



A. Introduction 

1. The Government proposes to establish a new statutory agency to promote the 
reclamation and development of derelict, vacant and underused land and buildings in 
England, especially in urban areas. The new Agency would incorporate Derelict Land Grant 
and City Grant. It would also take over the present work of English Estates in promoting 
the provision of industrial and commercial space, mainly in the Assisted Areas. This paper 
sets out the details of the Government’s proposals and seeks comments on them. 

2. There are over 150,000 acres of vacant land in our towns and cities. There are many 
reasons why redevelopment has been slow, in good times as well as bad in the property 
cycle. Derelict and contaminated land, outdated and empty buildings with little prospect of 
re-use , fragmented and uncertain land ownership, poor infrastructure, access and 
surroundings can put people off. 

3. Vacant land on this scale is a waste of an important national resource. It is also an 
opportunity - an opportunity to create new homes, shops, business premises, parks and 
recreational facilities. Unlocking that opportunity can revitalise our cities. At the same time 
it can relieve pressure on greenfield sites. Nearly half the vacant land in urban areas has 
previously been developed. This is an area five times the amount of land converted each 
year from agricultural to urban use. 
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B. A New Approach to Vacant Land 



4. The Government’s commitment to revitalising our towns and cities is underlined by 
the £4 billion support provided annually under the Action for Cities programme. The first 
City Challenge competition gave new hope to local communities in eleven pacemaker areas, 
combining public and private money and expertise in imaginative new schemes for urban 
renewal. A further 20 areas have now joined them in the second round. The eleven Urban 
Development Corporations in England have helped to regenerate 40,000 acres of our inner 
cities. Over the past 5 years English Estates has provided over 460,000 square metres of 
floorspace and housed thousands of jobs. 

5. Despite these and other successes there is always room for improvement. The 
problem of vacant and derelict land, notwithstanding the successes of the UDCs in their 
particular areas and national programmes elsewhere, remains a constraint on urban renewal. 
The Government feels that more progress in more places could be made with a targeted 
approach from the new Agency. With the powers outlined in this consultation paper, the 
Agency would be able to speed up the provision of good quality land. It would be a single 
point of contact for developers, investors and local authorities and would be able to link the 
reclamation of land to its subsequent use for development or other purposes. It would assist 
the private sector in developing land and would work closely with it and local authorities in 
identifying sites and reclaiming land. It would also work closely with the Government’s 
other inner city programmes, and agencies such as the TECs, to ensure that the benefits of 
its regeneration were enjoyed by local communities in the areas in which it operated. 

6. It is therefore proposed that the Agency should take over responsibility for: 

Derelict Land Grant which has funded the treatment of 10,000 acres of derelict land, 
mainly by local authorities, in the past four years. 

City Grant which has helped the private sector to develop inner city sites which 
would not otherwise have been viable and has levered £1 billion of private money into 
the inner cities since its introduction in 1988. 
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7. English Estates is an existing non-departmental public body sponsored by DTI which 
plays an important part in the provision of industrial and commercial premises in the Assisted 
Areas of England. It has special programmes in Cumbria and Chatham and for managed 
workspace in London. To continue with two separate bodies would lead to duplication and 
overlap. The Government therefore proposes to incorporate English Estates within the new 
Agency. As English Estates does already, the Agency would be able to provide and facilitate 
the provision of industrial and commercial space in the Assisted Areas, and to act as agent 
for the Rural Development Commission in the provision of such premises in rural areas. 
There would be no overlap between the work of the Agency and that of the Rural 
Development Commission, who will retain responsibility for economic regeneration in rural 
areas. 



C. The Aims of the URA 

8. The Agency would be a non-Departmental public body. Its primary aim would be 
to enable vacant and derelict land in urban areas to be brought into use- It would identify 
urban dereliction in England and draw up a prioritised programme for reclamation and 
development. 

9. It would also be able to: 

promote the reclamation of derelict land on a national basis; and 

continue the present work of English Estates in promoting the availability of 
premises in the Assisted Areas and other areas of need, so as to underpin the 
creation and growth of enterprises. 
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10. The Agency would achieve these aims by taking steps to remove obstacles to the 
effective operation of the market where it was not operating to bring land into use. Such 
intervention need not always involve grant. It could entail the use of CPO powers to help 
with site assembly or the provision of information on local markets. The Government 
intends that the Agency should: 

i) operate wherever possible as an enabling body. It would aim to promote 
development with the private sector and would work closely with local 
authorities, the voluntary sector and other bodies involved in urban renewal; 

ii) maintain a flexible and fast moving programme of regeneration, intervening 
to the minimum extent necessary to encourage the effective use of land before 
moving on to the next task; 

iii) form a centre of expertise and single point of contact on the regeneration of 
urban land; 

iv) work within the framework of the statutory land use planning system, and of 
the Secretary of State’s planning policy guidance on its operation. 



1 1 . The precise approach adopted by the Agency and the end uses achieved would depend 
on the nature of the site, its place within the local economy and the strength of the local 
property market. The Government proposes that it should act entrepreneurially to encourage 
redevelopment by bringing together all parties with a role to play. The Agency would be 
required to have regard to guidance issued by the Secretary of State on the manner in which 
it carried out its functions. This guidance would steer it towards areas where action was 
necessary. Its aim would be to complement and encourage the private sector, not to compete 
with it. 
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D. TSie Powers of the Agency 



12. The Government proposes that the Agency should be given the powers outlined in (i) 
to (v) below. Some of these are financial, such as the power to give grant. Equally 
important are the range of other powers, such as land acquisition, which are often necessary 
to remove obstacles to redevelopment. 



i) Land Assembly and Preparation 

13. The Agency would have the power to acquire land and buildings by agreement and 
to reclaim, service, develop and dispose of that land, and provide market information to the 
private sector. This would enable it to play a crucial role in land assembly, identifying sites 
in consultation with local developers and local authorities. 

14. The Agency would have the power to grant money to speed development and to 
develop land itself or in partnership with others. It would also have the power to manage 
estates that it had developed. The Agency would need to obtain planning permission in the 
usual way. 

15. The Agency would be required to operate in accordance with its general aims and 
with the guidance issued by the Secretary of State. That guidance would ensure that it 
developed land and managed estates itself only as a last resort. It would also be required 
to dispose of such assets as early as possible. This would carry forward the existing policies 
of English Estates to dispose of its portfolio to private sector ownership and would ensure 
that direct public sector provision would be a diminishing activity. 

16. The Government does not envisage that the Agency would be a direct provider of 
housing. But it would be able to facilitate housing provision through the private sector or 
Housing Associations. 
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ill Compulsory Purchase Powers 



17. Whilst the Agency would always seek to work by agreement, the Government believes 
that it would be necessary to enable it to assemble land in cases where owners seemed 
unlikely to regenerate the land and development was frustrated by a refusal to sell. The 
Government therefore proposes to give the Agency the power to purchase land compulsorily. 
The procedure for objections to a compulsory purchase order by the Agency (including a 
public inquiry where there were statutory objections) and the compensation payable on a 
compulsory purchase would be similar to those currently applicable to compulsory purchase 
by other public bodies, including local authorities. 

iii) Powers to Vest Vacant Public Sector Land 

18. About half the vacant land in urban areas is owned by public bodies. Such land is 
not always subject to the normal incentives and disciplines of the market that apply to private 
sector land. Further measures to encourage its use would improve the environment in urban 
areas and help the effective management of public assets. The Secretary of State thus 
proposes to take powers to vest vacant public sector land owned by local authorities, 
statutory undertakers and sponsored bodies in the Agency where this would help to promote 
its development. He intends to use these powers only in cases where, in his view, the wider 
local economy is damaged by the lack of activity on the site and the public body holding the 
land is making insufficient progress with bringing it back into use. 

iv) Grant Aid 

19. The Government proposes that the Agency should be able to grant aid developers, 
local authorities and other bodies in pursuit of its aims. It would operate a new unified grant 
regime which would replace the existing grants to be transferred to it, including the proposed 
Property Development Grant of English Estates. A single regime would avoid duplication 
between different grants and increase the flexibility of the Agency, allowing it to move 
resources easily between different types of support and to target its grant to the needs of 
individual sites. The Agency would have regard to value for money and the need to target 
grant. 
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20. Any organisation or individual already in receipt of grant from any of the existing 
sources when the Bill passed into law and the Agency was established would not be affected. 
The Government will take account of the current priorities for Derelict Land Grant and City 
Grant, such as the DLG rolling programmes and the commitments to coalfield and limestone 
mine reclamation, when constructing the new unified regime. The Government envisages 
that assistance for the reclamation of derelict land would continue to be available to both 
local authorities and the private sector. It would expect the Agency to take account of the 
considerable expertise which many local authorities have acquired in the treatment of derelict 
land. Similarly, it envisages that grant for the development of inner city sites would continue 
to be available direct to private sector developers, including community development trusts 
and other community organisations. 

21. The Government has considered whether grant for the reclamation of derelict land 
outside urban areas should be retained within the Department rather than transferred to the 
Agency. It has concluded that the needs of industry and local authorities would be best 
served by a single grant making structure nationally and that this responsibility should thus 
be transferred to the Agency. This would allow local authorities and the private sector to 
be clear whom to approach for grant, without the confusion of arbitrary divisions between 
urban and rural areas. There are also benefits to be gained by retaining expertise within a 
single body. 

vl Designated Areas 

22. The Government considers that in areas of widespread dereliction, a longer-term 
commitment on the part of the Agency may be required and the powers described above may 
be insufficient on their own to bring about rapid regeneration. It therefore proposes that the 
Secretary of State, subject to Parliamentary scrutiny, should have the ability to designate 
areas where the Agency would have, for the duration of its activities in that area, 
development control powers and highway connection powers. The Secretary of State could 
designate only urban areas or areas which in his opinion were appropriate for urban 
development. The Secretary of State in designating such areas, and the URA in developing 
them, would operate within the framework of the planning system and planning policy 
guidance. 
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E. Structure and Management 



23. The Agency would be governed by a Board of not less than six members, including 
the Chairman, who would be appointed by the Secretary of State. Lord Walker has agreed 
to be the first Chairman of the Board. 

24. The Agency would be a non-departmental sponsored body. Its structure would be 
determined in the light of its developing priorities, taking into account the present 
organisation of the existing programmes which are to be incorporated in the Agency. 



F. Control ancS Accountability 

25. The Agency would report to the Secretary of State for the Environment who would 
be responsible to Parliament for its actions. It would be expected to operate to high 
standards of financial management and in accordance with the principles underlying the 
Citizen’s Charter. This would involve the preparation of a management statement which 
would make clear the respective roles of the Agency and the Department. The Secretary of 
State would agree with the Agency its targets for financial performance and quality of 
service. It would record its performance in an annual report, which would be laid before 
Parliament. It would set out its priorities for the future in a corporate plan, which would be 
considered by the Secretary of State for the Environment in consultation with the President 
of the Board of Trade. 

26. The Agency would be able to delegate its functions to officers or to local boards or 
committees. This would enable it, for example, to establish a local board or committee to 
carry out the Agency’s functions in an area designated by the Secretary of State under the 
power explained in paragraph 22 above. The Agency would remain accountable to the 
Secretary of State for actions carried out under powers delegated in this way. 



27. The Secretary of State would have a reserve power, similar to that he possesses in 
relation to Urban Development Corporations, to direct the Agency to take, or desist from, 
a particular action. 
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G. Relationship with other Urban Initiatives 



L> Urban PeveSopment Corporations 

28. There are currently eleven Urban Development Corporations in England. The 
Government proposes that the existing UDCs should continue as independent bodies 
responsible to the Secretary of State. The Agency would not normally have a role within 
UDC areas. It might, however, occasionally appoint a UDC to work as its agent in the 
locality of the UDC, but not within its boundaries, where this was the most cost-effective 
means of achieving one of its development objectives. It would however be important for 
the Agency to learn from the experiences of the UDCs. The UDC Chairmen already meet 
regularly. The Government proposes that the Chairman of the Agency should join these 
meetings, and that they should in future be chaired by the Minister of State for Inner Cities. 

29. The Government proposes to amend the Local Government Planning and Land Act 
1980 to permit the partial de-designation of a UDC area. This would mean that, when a 
UDC has completed its work in part of its area, the UDC responsibilities could be returned 
to the local authority or other body at an earlier date than would otherwise be possible. The 
opportunity would also be taken to make minor improvements to the highway powers of the 
UDCs to simplify the connection of roads which they have provided to the rest of the road 
network. 

30. UDCs were established with limited lifespans in which to perform their tasks. They 
all have indicative wind up dates which Ministers are currently reviewing with them as part 
of the annual discussion of their corporate plans. Many have made such rapid progress that 
they will complete their task within the next few years. The decision whether to wind up a 
UDC is entirely a matter for the Secretary of State for the Environment but the URA would 
work closely with UDCs as they wound up their activities, providing what help it could with: 

- the completion of major projects 

- the transfer of residual assets and liabilities 

to enable the Corporations to complete their work on time. UDCs will be expected to 
dispose of most of their assets or liabilities before their wind-up date. 
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Hi City Challenge. Urban Programme. Task Forces and CATs 



31. A range of other policies are directed at the regeneration of our urban areas and, in 
particular, deprived communities within them. These include City Challenge, the Urban 
Programme, Task Forces and City Action Teams. They focus public and private sector 
resources and expertise on urban regeneration at the local level. The Government is also 
developing the proposal in its Manifesto to bring resources from targeted inner city 
programmes into a single budget. The Agency would work alongside these programmes to 
ensure that communities gained the maximum benefit from the development it brought about. 
In City Challenge areas the Agency would be available to act as one of the partners in the 
programmes brought together by the local authorities. 

H. Transition and Timing 

32. Subject to Parliamentary approval, the Agency would be established during the second 
half of 1993. Meanwhile applications for the existing programmes can continue to be made 
in the normal way. 



1. Resources 

33. Initially the budget of the new Agency would include those of the existing 
programmes which it would absorb. Additional resources for its activities would be kept 
under review in the normal public expenditure survey process. 
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J. Where to send Responses 



34. The Department welcomes views on all the issues raised by or discussed in this 
paper. 



35. Responses should be sent to Lynne Edwards, Room P2/145 by 21 September 1992. 
Please send two copies of your response and say whether you wish it to be treated as 
confidential. If not, the Department will assume that you are content for a copy of it to be 
publicly available in Departmental libraries or in the House of Commons Library. 



36. Enquiries on this consultation paper may be made to Paul Sadgrove on 071 276 
4704. 



m/ s 
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